METHODS
A pretested questionnaire was distributed to outpatients attending a gastroenterology clinic at either of 2 sites in August 1999: Duke University Medical Center, a tertiary academic center in Durham, NC, and Rockford Gastroenterology Associates, an academically oriented private practice gastroenterology group in Rockford, Ill. All consecutive patients were asked to complete the selfadministered questionnaire without assistance or prompting.
The 16-item, multiple-choice questionnaire was constructed and pretested by administration to a trial group of 30 patients. Although the responders were gastroenterology outpatients, the content of their responses was not limited to gastroenterology. Unanswered questions were not included in the analysis.
Data recorded in the questionnaire included patient demographics: sex, year of birth, and education level (0=no formal education, 1=some high school, 2 = high school diploma, 3=some college, 4 = college degree, and 5=gradu-ate school attendance). Patient Web access and use were determined by asking, "Do you have access to the World Wide Web?" and "How many times in the last year did you search the Web for medical information?" The information for which the patient was looking was categorized as general disease information, treatment options, alternative medicine information, diet or nutrition information, medication information, or other (free text space). Patients were asked to rate the ease or difficulty with which they performed the search on a 4-point scale, with 1 = very easy, 2 = somewhat easy, 3=somewhat difficult, and 4=very difficult. Patients responded to the question, "How certain were you that the medical information you got on the Web was of good quality?" on a similar 4-point scale.
The institutional review board (IRB) at Duke University waived IRB review ( John M. Falletta, MD, written communication, June 1999). The 2 test was used for categorical data, the t test for normally distributed data, and the Mann-Whitney test for nonparametric data. Data for key variables were analyzed separately by site.
RESULTS
A total of 924 (92%) of 1006 patients completed the questionnaire ( 
COMMENT
This study showed that in these clinics, more than one quarter of gastroenterology outpatients searched the Web for medical information in the previous 12 months. This is consistent with the findings of telephone surveys. 4 The typical Web user seeking health information was a female in her early 50s with at least some college education.
Our finding that only 4% of patients were ever advised by a physician to get medical information from the Web is consistent with a telephone survey by Cyber Dialogue. 3 Although 28% of our patients searched the Web within the past year, 60% stated that they would search the Web in the future. Furthermore, a large proportion of the medical information available on the Web is provided by commercial organizations, rather than medical professionals or professional medical organizations. 5 Therefore, it appears that neither the growth in patient use of the Web as an information resource nor a significant volume of Web content is being driven by physicians. 6 Because of the unregulated nature of the Web, the quality of its medical information is variable. 5, 7, 8 Therefore, it is surprising that as few as 14% of patients were either somewhat uncertain or very uncertain about the quality of their search results.
This study is limited in the population sampled and the self-report nature of the survey.
The major findings of this study are that a significant minority of patients search the Web for medical information, that most patients feel confident in their search results, and that despite the fact that few physicians recommend the Web to patients, patient use of the Web as a medical information resource likely will increase significantly based on these patients' reports. Medical professionals must acknowledge the growing importance of electronic health information by developing their own practice Web sites, using the Web as a patient education tool, and helping patients identify good vs poor health information available on the Web. 
